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Coronavirus sends Asia social 
media censors into overdrive

Free speech advocates fear campaign will entrench censorship
BANGKOK: Deluged by misinformation about the new
coronavirus on social media, some Asian governments are
fighting back with arrests, fines and fake news laws -
something free speech advocates fear will entrench meas-
ures that can also silence dissent. At least 16 people have
been arrested over coronavirus posts in Malaysia, India,
Thailand, Indonesia and Hong Kong, while Singapore has
used its controversial new “fake news” law, POFMA, to
force media outlets and social media users to carry gov-
ernment warnings on their posts and articles saying they
contain falsehoods. 

“Fortunately, we now have POFMA to deal with these
fake news,” said Lawrence Wong, one of the ministers
heading a Singapore government task force to halt the
spread of the virus. Many details of the new flu-like coron-
avirus that surfaced just weeks ago in the Chinese city of
Wuhan are unknown. As the death toll has passed 420,
anxiety has been fuelled by social media posts ranging
from the bizarre to the malicious. Posts include speculation
about how the virus can be caught - through a video game
according to one - or avoided - a government minister in
Myanmar was rebuked for sharing a post that recom-
mended eating more onions - to local scares of deaths or
anti-Chinese attacks.

“What I call the ‘moron strain’ has created a global,
social media-driven panic that is in turn feeding on itself,”
wrote Karim Raslan in his regionally syndicated column,
noting how much greater the challenge had become for
governments to manage. At least five people were arrested
and released on bail in India’s southwestern state of Kerala
over WhatsApp messages, said Aadhithya R, District
Police Chief of Thrissur. Six people were arrested in
Malaysia on suspicion of spreading false news.

In Vietnam, where an army of cyber-censors tracks
social media comment for the communist government, at
least nine people have been fined and three celebrities
asked to explain their actions over posts about coron-
avirus. Thailand hailed the success of an “anti-fake news
centre” it set up last year. Dozens of staff reviewed nearly

7,600 posts in four days from Jan. 25 - leading to 22 posts
being highlighted as false on its website and two arrests
under computer crimes laws.

“The anti-fake news centre is working intensively to
verify these rumors and communicating truth to the peo-
ple,” said Digital Minister Puttipong Punnakanta. Thailand
is among countries where laws on social media posts have
been toughened in recent years despite complaints from
human rights groups that they could be used to target
government opponents.

Control
Free-speech advocates are wary that the campaign

against coronavirus could help governments extend their
control as well as damaging the health campaign.
“Criminalisation of speech, even if targeted at falsehoods,
is highly likely to stifle the real time sharing of information
that is essential during epidemics,” said Matthew Bugher,
Head of Asia Programme for free expression campaign
group Article 19.

China has long censored social media heavily and some
critics say that may have delayed information on the
emerging virus in Wuhan - and therefore potential coun-
termeasures. Eight people were arrested after being
accused of spreading rumors about illness in early January,
but the case was dropped last week amid growing public
anger over the handling of the new crisis.

Meanwhile, Tencent Holdings’ ubiquitous messaging
app WeChat has added tools to help debunk virus rumors.
The official People’s Daily has also introduced a tool to
help people verify reports. Western social media compa-
nies are also stepping up action. Facebook Inc has said it
would take down misinformation about the coronavirus - a
rare departure from the usual approach to health content
by the world’s biggest social network.

Government threats
Taiwan has warned of punishment for spreading disin-

formation. South Korean police were working with tele-

coms regulators to block “false information”, Yonhap news
agency said. Indonesian police said two people had been
arrested for spreading fake news and face charges that
could see them jailed for up to five years. 

Hong Kong police said a shopping mall security guard
was arrested for spreading false news about infections. In
Singapore, some said the government was using its new
fake news law responsibly. “Many examples of misinforma-
tion, confusing data and outright fake news present a clear
and present danger to public safety, health and security,”

said Nicholas Fang, founder of Singapore consultancy
Black Dot Research. But not all were convinced.

Journalist and activist Kirsten Han is among those who
have been given a government correction notice - in her
case for sharing an article related to state executions last
month rather than anything to do with coronavirus. “Just
because there are relatively more justifiable uses of a
#fakenews law, it doesn’t mean that the law was well-
drafted and can’t be an instrument of abuse and oppres-
sion,” she commented on Twitter. — Reuters

Tamil-language
anthem dropped
from Sri Lanka 
independence party 
COLOMBO: A Tamil-language version of Sri
Lanka’s national anthem was dropped from inde-
pendence day celebrations yesterday, with critics
saying the move was a setback to reconciliation
after years of ethnic civil war. A Tamil-language
version was included in the 2016 event as part of a
push to heal the wounds of a 37-year war between
Tamil separatists and the Sinhalese-majority.

But at celebrations yesterday marking the 72nd
anniversary of independence from Britain, the
anthem was sung only in Sinhala. President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s 20-minute speech in Sinhala,
however, was translated into Tamil-the language of
the largest minority, who account for just over 15
percent of the country’s 21 million people.
Rajapaksa won a landslide in November elections
with the backing of the majority Sinhalese, for
whom he is a hero.

He was a key figure in the crushing of the Tamil
Tiger separatists that ended Sri Lanka’s conflict in
May 2009. The war claimed more than 100,000
lives between 1972 and 2009. Opposition legislator
Mano Ganesan said dropping the anthem in Tamil
was disappointing. “By rejecting the anthem in
Tamil... in front of local and the international com-
munity, the government has justified discrimination,
and has disappointed patriots,” said Ganesan, a
former minister of national integration and official
languages. 

Several private media organizations also said
dropping the Tamil version was a setback to
reconciliation. Authorities insisted the anthem
could still be sung in either language. In his
address, Rajapaksa vowed there would be no
discrimination. “As the president today, I repre-
sent the entire Sri Lankan nation irrespective of
ethnicity, religion, party affiliation or other dif-
ferences,” he said. — AFP 

HIV drugs 
touted as
weapon in war 
on coronavirus
BANGKOK: As doctors scramble to con-
tain the fast-spreading coronavirus, a
potent brew of anti-retroviral and flu drugs
has emerged as a possible defense against
the mysterious sickness that has killed hun-
dreds. But the science is inconclusive on
whether they are actually effective and
experts say successful treatment could
take years. Here is what we know - and
don’t know - about the drugs deployed
against the SARS-like virus.

Why anti-retrovirals?  
Patients diagnosed with the common flu

are often prescribed an antiviral drug
widely known as Tamiflu. But the seasonal
flu is “very different from the Chinese
coronavirus”, said Sylvie van der Werf at
the Paris-based Pasteur Institute. So far,
the new coronavirus has infected tens of
thousands worldwide and killed more than
420 people mostly in mainland China. Two
weeks ago Chinese doctors confirmed they
had been giving anti-HIV drugs to coron-
avirus patients in Beijing, based on a 2004
study during the outbreak of Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome, or SARS, that
showed “favourable” responses. Used
together, lopinavir and ritonavir decrease
the amount of HIV cells in a patient’s
blood, stripping back the virus’s ability to
reproduce and attack the immune system.

Doctors have also combined the treat-

ment with another anti-flu drug called
oseltamivir, hoping the creative cocktail
can sap the new coronavirus of its
strength. In Thailand, where there are 19
confirmed cases, a 71-year-old Chinese
patient returned a negative test within 48
hours of being given the three drugs. But
Thai doctors cautioned the medicine need-
ed to be given under supervision due to
possible side effects or it clashing with
pre-existing medications. 

Does it actually work? 
In short, we don’t know for sure. The

2004 study showed anti-retrovirals used
on patients with SARS had “substantial
clinical benefits”, experts in China said. But
random trials on 41 coronavirus patients
had “limitations”, according to the
research, which was published in medical
journal The Lancet on January 24. The
researchers were not able to obtain com-
plete samples from the patients’ lower res-

piratory tract - which is suspected to be
the target site of the new coronavirus - and
there were not enough patients to verify
results. “Further studies in outpatient, pri-
mary care, or community settings are
needed to get a full picture,” they wrote. 

What’s big pharma doing? 
Biotech firms are working on a suite of

treatment options. California-based Gilead
Sciences said they are working with
Chinese authorities on clinical trials to
determine if remdesivir - a drug used to
treat SARS - is effective against the new
coronavirus. Meanwhile three teams
around the world - in China, Australia and
the Pasteur Institute in France - have now
succeeded in cultivating the new coron-
avirus in the laboratory. 

That could lead to pinpointing its
“Achilles’ heel” by understanding how it
replicates in cells, said Christophe d’Enfert,
the institute’s scientific director. But as of

now there is no specific treatment against
it, World Health Organization spokesper-
son Tarik Jasarevic said. “More investiga-
tions and analysis of the epidemiological
data is still required,” he told AFP.

So what should you do? 
The best approach for the general pub-

lic is to try and “stay healthy” so your
immune system can offer a robust
response to the threat of the virus, said
Singapore’s health minister Gan Kim Yong.
But for already infected patients, hospitals
must provide supportive care to prevent
complications. “Chances are if you already
have underlying medical conditions... your
defenses are weak and your organs may
already be impaired, and therefore the risk
of death is higher,” he told parliament
Monday. Developing a successful solution
may take months or years, he added. 

Home remedies and quackery 
But misinformation has proliferated

online about home and traditional remedies.
A liquid made with honeysuckle and flow-
ering plants used in traditional medicine
was initially claimed to “inhibit” the virus,
sparking frenzied buying in China. But
Chinese state media later sounded a more
cautionary note, as researchers warned of
potential side effects from the medicine. 

In India, where there are three reported
confirmed cases, the government has touted
ancient homeopathy and Ayurveda reme-
dies as the answer. The jury is out on the
effectiveness, and doctors still recommend-
ed that patients be treated in a hospital.
Online posts erroneously identified saline -
basic salt water - as a coronavirus killer in
Australia, while in Thailand social media
touted that an antiseptic should be sprayed
in a person’s mouth.  The antiseptic compa-
ny Betadine has refuted the claim. — AFP

YouTube details ban 
on ‘manipulated’ 
election content
WASHINGTON: YouTube said Monday it would remove
election-related videos that are “manipulated or doc-
tored” to mislead voters, as part of its efforts to stem
online misinformation. The Google-owned service said it
was taking the measures as it strives to become a “more
reliable source” for news and to promote a “healthy polit-
ical discourse” amid heightened fears over video fakes
around the world.

Leslie Miller, YouTube’s vice president of government
affairs and public policy, said in a blog post that the ser-
vice’s community standards prohibit “content that has
been technically manipulated or doctored in a way that
misleads users... and may pose a serious risk of egregious
harm.” The latest YouTube statement, which seeks to clari-
fy its global policy on election misinformation, was
announced as the US presidential primary season kicks
off, with caucuses being held in Iowa on Monday and the
first primary next week in New Hampshire.

The move comes amid growing concern about so-
called “deepfake” videos altered by using artificial intelli-
gence, which can create credible-looking events, but also
“shallow” fakes that use more rudimentary techniques to
deceive viewers. Deepfakes and manipulated content have
raised fears over the election process worldwide, amid
notable incidents in Britain and India where videos were
used for disinformation.

YouTube noted the policy also bans content which aims
to mislead people about voting rules or the US census
process that is underway. Online platforms have come
under pressure to root out misinformation in the wake of
foreign manipulation efforts in the US in 2016 and else-

where in recent years. In the US, critics of online platforms
have claimed not enough is being done to curb false claims
by candidates themselves.

Concerns over US campaign
Google last year said it was stepping up efforts on

election misinformation and would remove false claims in
ads, including on YouTube, but the new statement
appeared to offer specifics on certain kinds of content that
will be blocked. “The underlying standards YouTube
explains and illustrates today do not appear to be brand
new, but the company deserves praise for setting them out
in clear terms and warning that it intends to enforce them
vigorously,” said Paul Barrett of the New York University
Center for Business and Human Rights and author of a 2019
study on political disinformation. “YouTube’s statement

today appears to reiterate its determination not to allow its
users to be conned during the 2020 election campaign.”

The announcement underscores differing policies by
major social networks on disinformation. Twitter has said it
would ban all political ads for candidates, while Facebook
has maintained a hands-off policy for political speech and
ads, with some exceptions for content that misleads users
about voting times and places. “Each platform is weighing
free expression against voter manipulation, but the infor-
mation operations work across platforms and exploit these
loopholes,” said Karen Kornbluh, a German Marshall Fund
researcher who follows political disinformation.

“That’s why the platforms should come together and
develop shared, clear, consistent, enforceable rules to pro-
tect voters from becoming easy marks for disinformation
campaigns.” Monday’s statement offered specific exam-
ples of content that would be removed from YouTube.
Among the content banned include any video “manipulat-
ed to make it appear that a government official is dead” or
that “aims to mislead people about voting or the census
processes, like telling viewers an incorrect voting date.”

YouTube will also take down any false claims about eli-
gibility requirements for political candidates, “such as
claims that a candidate is not eligible to hold office based
on false information about citizenship status require-
ments.” A separate statement by Google’s head of online
trust and safety, Kristie Canegallo, said the internet giant
has stepped up its efforts to stem abuse and false informa-
tion on elections globally.

“Our trust and safety teams span the globe to monitor
and disrupt account hijackings, inauthentic activity, disin-
formation campaigns, coordinated attacks, and other forms
of abuse on our platforms on a 24/7 basis,” Canegallo said.
“We take seriously our responsibility to protect our users
from harm and abuse, especially during elections.” She
added that Google was working with other technology
companies and government agencies including the FBI “to
identify bad actors, disable their accounts, warn our users
about them, and share relevant information with industry
officials and law enforcement.” — AFP 

HONG KONG: A man wearing a facemask while using his phone stands in front of a mural in Hong Kong yesterday as
a preventative measure following a virus outbreak which began in the Chinese city of Wuhan. Hong Kong yesterday
became the second place outside mainland China to report the death of a coronavirus patient as officials said they
feared local transmissions were increasing in the densely populated city. — AFP 

WUHAN: Photo shows medical staff members on their rounds at a quarantine zone in Wuhan,
the epicenter of the new coronavirus outbreak, in China’s central Hubei province. — AFP 

COLOMBO: Sri Lankan Navy personnel fire a 21-gun
salute to mark the island nation’s 72nd Independence
Day at the Galle Face promenade in Colombo yesterday.
Sri Lanka commemorates its independence from British
rule on February 4, 1948. — AFP 

LOS ANGELES: The Google and YouTube logos are seen at
the entrance to the Google offices in Los Angeles,
California. YouTube said February 3, 2020 it would remove
election-related videos that are “manipulated or doctored”
to mislead voters, as part of its efforts to stem online mis-
information. — AFP 


